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Abstract 
To improve understanding of the experiences of Chinese students abroad, I conducted a 
research project on Chinese university students’ acquisition of intercultural competence from 
their living and learning experiences in Canada and explored their potential needs in 
Canadian society. This knowledge may help Chinese students abroad or people who are 
interested in this particular group gain a more comprehensive understanding of students’ 
physiological and psychological adjustments in a foreign country. The study will contribute to 
the literature on successful intercultural adaptation. Findings from this instrumental case 
study research approach indicate how Chinese student participants employed different coping 
strategies to deal with challenges and conflicts during their adaptation process. 
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Glossary 
Affective Competence: facilitates cross-cultural adaptation by providing a motivational 
capacity to deal with various challenges of living in the host environment, the openness 
to new learning, and the willingness to participate in emotional and physical aspects of 
the host environment (Kim, 2005). 
Apprehension: refers to the anxiety and fear of Chinese international students of being 
misunderstood when they communicate with people from different non-Chinese 
cultures. 
Behavioural Competence: refers to appropriate skills and behaviours in communication in a 
cross-cultural context, facilitating newcomers to well express their inner life. (Kim, 
2005). 
Bicultural Identity: “where bilingual individuals position themselves between two 
languages and two (or more) cultures, and how they incorporate these languages and 
cultures into their sense of who they are” (Kanno, 2003, p. 3). 
Cognitive Competence: includes such internal capabilities as the knowledge of the host 
culture and language, history, institutions, worldviews, beliefs, norms, and rules of 
interpersonal conduct (Kim, 2005). 
Cultural Fusion: a tendency to promote conformity and supersede diversity by integrating 
different cultures without destroying them (Kramer, 2000). 
Intercultural Adaptation: an evolutionary process of cultural adjustment, where individuals 
modify their personal habits, customs and values to accord with a particular foreign 
culture. According to the results of previous research, in this paper, intercultural 
adaptation is used interchangeably with the term cross-cultural adaptation. 
Intercultural competence is utilized as the alternative to discuss cross-cultural 
competence (3C).    
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Intercultural Competence: the ability to “interact effectively and appropriately in a variety 
of intercultural situations by successfully utilizing one’s intercultural resources 
referred to as knowledge, skills, awareness and attitudes” (Berardo, 2005, p. 4). It 
implies the pursuit of increased awareness, sensitivity, and understanding with respect 
to cultural identities and racial and ethnic identities (Milner, 2003). 
Intercultural Identity Transformation: is “manifested in the progressive attainment of a 
self-other orientation that is individuated. This means that, as an individual’s cultural 
identity evolves toward increasing interculturalness, that person’s definition of self 
and others become increasingly less restricted by rigid cultural and social categories” 
(Kim, 1994, p. 14). 
Maladjustment: in my study, this term refers to an inability to adjust to a new and 
unfamiliar culture by failing to acquire sociocultural competence and identity 
transformation. 
Eastern and Western Cultures: I\in my study, Eastern culture is the culture of particular 
regions that are historically influenced by the culture of China. I regard he core 
regions of the Eastern culture sphere as China, Korea, and Japan. Western culture in 
this study is considered to North American culture, specifically as anglo-Canadian 
and American culture.  
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Chapter 1: The Problem 
Increasing globalization has brought a rapid increase in travel and cultural 
exchange among nations. In China, there is also an increasing demand for a range of 
education opportunities beyond the traditional Chinese system. More students are 
choosing to study abroad to prepare themselves for employment in a globalized world. 
However, students from China studying in the West face an incredible amount of change 
as they adjust their communication, living habits, and value theories to enable their 
survival in the new place. Culture shock may endanger their success. They may be in an 
adverse circumstance because instructors or student services personnel may not know 
their needs or how to support them. The future livelihoods of these Chinese students 
depend not only on their English language proficiency but on their ability to adapt to the 
new culture and gain cultural competency in a social environment very different than 
what they have previously experienced. 
In this study, I explored intercultural adaptations that are made by Chinese 
students studying in Canada as well as their strategies for developing intercultural 
competence. I employed a qualitative approach, with semi-structured interviews used to 
gather data from undergraduate and graduate students who have come from China to 
study in Canada at UNBC. I interviewed students from varied backgrounds who have 
chosen a variety of degree programs. I presented my findings as a case study relevant to 
these students in this institution but possibly informative for those interested in a similar 
problem at other institutions. 
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Background 
A report on the trends of Chinese students studying abroad, released by China 
Education Online in mid-March, 2014, showed that the number of Chinese students 
abroad increased from 62,582 for the 2005-06 academic year to 235,597 in 2012-13. The 
Chinese Ministry also reported that increasing numbers of Chinese students who want to 
study abroad have looked to Canada in recent years. In 2012, 25,346 Chinese students 
went to Canada, a 15% increase from the prior year. This significant increase suggests 
that Canada has become one of the top destinations for Chinese students looking to study 
abroad (Pavlich, 2013). 
The experience of studying abroad is a process of cultural contact and cultural 
learning. Distances between Chinese culture and the Western culture, such as language 
barriers, different living habits, and value distinctions may cause difficulties for students 
as they adapt. Huang’s study (1997) showed that a certain number of Chinese overseas 
students have stress and anxiety attributed to two factors: poor English language 
application and unsuccessful intercultural identity transformation at the early period of 
intercultural adaptation. Zheng and Berry’s (1991) study of Chinese students in Canada 
reported lower English fluency, difficulty in interaction, and more adaptation and 
communication problems for Chinese compared to international students from other 
countries. 
Traditional approaches to the study of culture conceptualized culture as fixed and 
objective sociological and behavioural characteristics of people sharing common 
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geographic and historical boundaries (Kubota, 2004). From this perspective, intercultural 
adaptation and intercultural competence are considered as mastery of a particular 
capacity in a particular cultural activity; they are specific cultural behaviours that need to 
be deeply investigated. In this study, I used an instrumental case study research method to 
inquire about how Chinese students abroad gain intercultural competence by examining 
their learning and living experiences abroad. 
In the past few decades, conceptions of culture have become increasingly complex 
and fluid, with attention shifting to the ability to negotiate multiple cultural identities and 
contexts rather than a target culture. The notion of intercultural competence is viewed as 
“a composite of salient dimensions of identity that shift across contexts and over time” 
(Huang, 1997, p. 4). Thus, potential influences on bicultural identity are important, 
because they impact students’ adaptation. Such self-awareness is the foundation for 
building intercultural competency during the adaptation process. The development of 
intercultural competence implies the pursuit of increased awareness, sensitivity, and 
understanding with respect to cultural identities and racial and ethnic identities (Milner, 
2003). In this research, I intended to uncover factors that lead to intercultural competence 
acquisition for Chinese students abroad by investigating their awareness of cultural 
identity transformation when they are interacting with the foreign culture. 
Research Questions  
At the time of writing, I am a Chinese student completing a Master of Education, 
Multidisciplinary Leadership specialization, at UNBC. I am also a bicultural person who 
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is influenced by both Eastern and Western culture. In order to gain insight into Chinese 
students’ experiences in Canada, I conducted research on their acquisition of intercultural 
competence and explored their practical needs for learning and living. Accordingly, I was 
guided by the following research questions for this study: 
1. What adaptations are required of Chinese university students at a Canadian 
university? (academically and socially) 
2. What strategies do these students use as they learn to adjust? (aspects of cognitive, 
behavioural, and affective competence) 
3. How do Chinese students at a Canadian university perceive their intercultural 
identity? 
Significance of the Study 
The findings of this research may contribute to a broader knowledge of the 
experiences of Chinese students in Canada. This knowledge hopefully will help Chinese 
students abroad or people who are interested in their success gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of students’ intercultural adaptation processes in a foreign country. 
Findings from this instrumental case study will reveal how the Chinese students 
participating in this study employed various coping strategies to deal with challenges and 
conflicts during their adaptation processes. Findings may refer to cognitive competence, 
behavioural competence, and affective competence, which are seen as three components 
that enable international students to adapt effectively in an intercultural environment 
(Abbe, Gulick, & Herman, 2007). Students who have adapted successfully and acquired 
INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF CHINESE STUDENTS 5 
intercultural competence will be able to understand both the bicultural social context and 
their cross-cultural identity in a foreign country. These understandings will contribute to 
their success in social interactions. 
Intercultural competence has been a comparatively new and challenging research 
topic in the past few decades. Many scholars have already studied its sociocultural contexts, 
particular audiences, direct or indirect factors, potential influences, and so on. However, in 
the work of prior researchers, the experiences of Chinese students studying abroad are not 
yet well documented. Therefore, I have to begin by reviewing studies on intercultural 
adaptation and intercultural competency experienced by other groups of students. To see 
how Chinese students may be similar to, or different from, students studying from other 
countries, my study focused on how Chinese students understand their social adjustments 
and strategies in Canada. 
Overview of Method 
I used semi-structured interviews to collect data on the experiences of Chinese 
students studying at UNBC. This qualitative method facilitated deeper investigation 
about the factors behind participants’ stories. In my research, I examined how Chinese 
students abroad acquire intercultural competence in Canada. I analyzed transcriptions of 
recorded interviews by using inductive thematic analysis method. 
Participants 
In my study, the participants are students whose cultural and educational 
backgrounds are similar to mine. They are undergraduate or graduate students who have 
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come from China to study in Canada at UNBC. All of them are defined as international 
students rather than immigrant students, to emphasize that they are in Canada without 
families. The majority of their schooling experiences have been in China so they are 
characterized groups that have Chinese values, Chinese way of thinking, and Chinese 
norms. Their voices, as expressed in transcribed interviews, are the data that I utilized to 
investigate their thoughts, feelings, practices, and concerns, which may be different from 
those of immigrants or international students from other countries studying in Canada. 
Summary 
More and more Chinese students come to Canada for further study. As a Chinese 
student studying abroad at UNBC, I have conducted research that explores intercultural 
adaptations that are made by other Chinese students studying in Canada. I used a 
qualitative approach, with semi-structured interviews to understand their strategies for 
developing intercultural competence. My intent is that the findings will help Chinese 
students abroad or people who are interested in their success gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of students’ intercultural adaptation processes in a foreign country.  
  
INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF CHINESE STUDENTS 7 
Chapter 2: Literature Review 
The purpose of this literature review for this study is to familiarize the researcher 
and readers with previous research on intercultural adaptation and intercultural 
competence. This understanding will help me to define these terms clearly and develop 
productive interview questions relevant to categories from past studies. These categories 
will also inform my analysis of interview data as I relate participants’ response to 
previous literature. 
Because the experiences of Chinese students studying abroad may not yet be well 
documented, I began by reviewing studies on intercultural adaptation and intercultural 
competence experienced by various other groups of students. It is interesting to see how 
studies with Chinese students as participants reveal adjustments or strategies that are 
similar to or different from students from other countries. I am specifically interested in 
the examination of the experiences of Chinese university students in Canada, rather than 
the experiences of international students in North America. Due to variations in cultures 
from country to country, international students from all over the world may encounter 
different difficulties in terms of adjusting to customs, language, and beliefs and values. 
Compared with international students from European countries, Chinese international 
students are thought to have a more difficult time in the process of adaptation (Zheng & 
Berry, 1991). This study is aimed to explore the ways that successful students have 
overcome these difficulties. 
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Intercultural Adaptation 
Research has shown that the adaptation process becomes more difficult as the gap 
between the international students’ native culture and the host culture widens (Fumham & 
Bochner, 1982). Intercultural adaptation refers to gradual changes within the process of 
acculturation. It is an evolutionary process of cultural adjustment, where individuals 
modify their personal habits, customs, and values to accord with a particular foreign 
culture. It contributes to changes in individuals’ daily behaviour and psychological 
adjustment. Intercultural adaptation can also be a process of dealing with maladjustment 
within a host culture. In Carl Rogers’ opinion, intercultural adaptation is a process of 
transculturation, in which the interactants mutually use each other’s cultural symbols, 
rituals and values. Such kind of cultural exchange is a relational phenomenon, and it 
follows a principle, where the mutual appropriation of cultural values or products 
depends on equal exchanges, rather than exploitation (Rogers, 2006). 
In contemporary research, scholars in different disciplines have developed more 
than one hundred different theories of acculturation (Rudmin, 2003). Gudykunst and Kim 
(2003) stated that the “cross-cultural adaptation process involves a continuous interplay of 
deculturation and acculturation that brings about change in strangers in the direction of 
assimilation, the highest degree of adaptation theoretically conceivable” (p. 360). These 
authors assumed a zero-sum logic where adaptation occurs when individuals gradually lose 
the characteristics of their original cultural identity. With this logic, adaptation theory 
advocates that newcomers “deculturize” and “unlearn” themselves and assimilate 
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mainstream host cultural values, beliefs, goals, and modes of behaviour (p. 358). 
Adaptation is thus postulated as a zero-sum process where, as new perspectives or beliefs 
are added, something old must be “unlearned” (p. 383). 
Conversely, Kramer (2000) claimed that it is impossible for persons to unlearn 
themselves. This author sees growth not as a zero sum process but, rather, a process of 
learning new languages and cultural particularities, such as ways of thinking, 
understanding, associating, and so on. From this perspective, intercultural adaptation 
involves the ability to cope with switching between bicultural contexts. In Kramer’s theory 
about cultural fusion (2000), he pointed out that adaptation involves the very integration of 
a new self in accord with the cultural requirements of the host environment, which 
generates new standards of appropriateness and competence. Kim (1995) attempted to 
portray such adaptation as “a collaborative effort in which a stranger and the receiving 
environment are engaged in a joint effort” (p. 192). It suggests that as a newcomer enters a 
community there is mutual adjustment or co-evolution, not merely cultural coercion for the 
newcomer to assimilate. Integration relies on that interaction between the host society and 
the degree to which individuals adapt themselves to the host culture. 
Regardless of disputes of the terminology, cultural distance exists between 
Eastern and Western cultures. This distance leads to a challenging intercultural adaptation 
process for most Chinese students abroad. Zheng and Berry (1991) pointed out that lack 
of language proficiency is a primary barrier to adaptation barrier for international 
students in a foreign country. Chinese overseas students may struggle with this barrier in 
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their daily social interactions in Canada as well as in their academic work. 
Differences in behaviours that are reflective of psychological motivations from 
different cultures are the most manifest representation of the cultural gap. The Western 
mode of constructing and motivating the self tends to focus on individualism as 
self-concept and the source of an individual’s sense of mastery. The assumptions and 
practices of self-interest and self-determination are at the core of Western individualism. 
In the field of Western psychology, individualism is seen as freedom related to autonomy 
and intrinsic motivation against social constraints. In Western contexts, for example, 
being a culturally appropriate person requires the sense that the self is the operational unit 
in action and is both the source and the locus of control for action (Markus, Ryff, Conner, 
Pudberry, & Barnett, 2001).  
In an Eastern worldview, individuality is often thought to be derived from social 
relationships and serves as an important index of involvement in the relationship. From 
this perspective, Chinese students experience themselves interdependently as 
in-relation-to-others in their social lives and even during social interactions when they are 
studying abroad. This is a kind of deeply ingrained stereotype founded on hierarchical 
Confucian philosophy. In this sense, the social self does not exist without the social other 
and the social self is always dialogically defined in terms of the social other in a given 
social context (Ohnuki, 1996). This Eastern construction of action has been referred to as 
socially connected, interdependent, and collective may be the greatest challenge for 
Chinese students during the process of intercultural adaptation in Canada. 
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Intercultural Competence 
In interactions with people from different cultures, individuals who are 
interculturally competent are thought to understand the foreign culture in terms of 
perspectives, values, and beliefs. They are able to conduct effective communication in the 
new environment. Intercultural competence is the ability to “interact effectively and 
appropriately in a variety of intercultural situations by successfully utilizing one’s 
intercultural resources referred to as knowledge, skills, awareness and attitudes” (Berardo, 
2005, p. 4). That is, interculturally competent people can skillfully use alternatives to 
solve problems raised by cultural differences and grow in the process (Lin, 2011). 
Communication competence is defined as the ability to effectively and 
appropriately execute communication behaviour to elicit a desired response in a specific 
environment (Chen, 1990, p. 12). People with high communication competence manage 
their interaction environment by demonstrating appropriate communication behaviour. 
Intercultural communication viewed as one kind of functional fitness is one of the abilities 
in intercultural competence. It is used to describe the wide range of communication 
processes where individuals from different religious, social, ethnic, and educational 
backgrounds interact with one another. Thus, people with intercultural competence are 
expected to know how to fulfill their own social interaction goals by effectively 
executing communication behaviours based on appropriate intercultural knowledge and 
awareness in a culturally diverse environment. 
Cross-cultural understanding is the goal of culture transmission. This transmission 
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is for newcomers to the foreign culture. In the process of interaction and transmission, 
interpretation ability is the crucial determinant in effective intercultural communication. 
Individuals are required to interpret information received from the foreign culture on the 
basis of “appropriateness” as shared values, beliefs, and expectations from the bicultural 
context (Lauring, 2011). In this sense, individuals acquiring intercultural competence 
understand how people from different cultural contexts think, act, and perceive the world 
around them. Simultaneously, they are able to express their point of view effectively to 
audiences belonging to a different cultural ethnicity and background. They gain the 
efficacy of mutual interpretation between both cultures. 
In contemporary studies, intercultural competence is also called cross-cultural 
competence (3C). Although 3C has generated confusing and contradictory definitions due 
to a wide variety of academic approaches, the United States Army Research Institute has 
defined it as a set of cognitive, behavioural, and affective components that enable 
individuals to adapt effectively in intercultural environments (Abbe, Gulick, & Herman, 
2007). From this perspective, Messner and Schafer (2012) explained that intercultural 
communication “bridges the dichotomy between appropriateness (valued rules, norms, and 
expectations) and effectiveness (valued goals, or rewards)” (p. 41-43). Three categories 
include cognitive competence, behavioural competence, and affective competence. In a 
later work, Messner and Schafer (2012b) also described twelve points according to the 
categories of cognitive, behavioural, and affective competence.  
Cognitive Competence. Cognitive competence includes such internal capabilities 
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as the knowledge of the host culture and language, history, institutions, worldviews, beliefs, 
norms, and rules of interpersonal conduct (Kim, 2005). In the process of gaining 
intercultural competence, cognitive competence refers to: a) changing perspectives (trying 
to understand actions and reactions of others from their point of view), b) open-mindedness 
(open toward new ideas and experiences, functioning effectively with people of other 
worldviews), c) tolerance (free from bigotry and prejudice, advocating diversity), and d) 
self-awareness (conscious about one’s self, knowing particular cultural identity). 
Behavioural Competence. Behavioural competence refers to appropriate skills 
and behaviours in communication in a cross-cultural context, facilitating newcomers in 
competently expressing their inner lives (Kim, 2005). It consists of: a) appropriateness, as 
having socially appropriate communicative behaviour, b) effectiveness, as being able to 
bring about some effects, c) communication ability, as having good language proficiency 
with appropriate manner of dealing with people, and d) flexibility, as having a type of 
mental elasticity, accepting changes to be part of and yet apart from another milieu. 
Affective Competence. Affective competence facilitates cross-cultural adaptation 
by providing a motivational capacity to deal with various challenges of living in the host 
environment. Affective competence occurs when an individual is open to new learning and 
willing to participate in emotional and physical aspects of the host environment (Kim, 
2005). It includes: a) self-confidence——holding a realistic and positive confidence in 
own judgments, abilities and powers, b) motivation for success——having a strong 
orientation towards pragmatism and useful action, c) empathy——showing interest in 
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others and sharing emotions, and d) sensitivity to the importance of differences and the 
points of view of other people. 
Zheng and Berry (1991) stated that many international students struggle with 
pressure regarding culturally related issues in their host countries, among them, Chinese 
international students tend to encounter more cultural dissonance. In the United States, 
the fear of being misunderstood is unavoidable for Chinese international students when 
they are conducting intercultural communication. According to McCroskey and Beatty 
(1998), having to function in a second language and in a cultural environment that has 
different expectations about formality, conspicuousness, and the degree of attention to 
pay to others could create an obvious issue and increase the fear of being misunderstood 
for Chinese international students in intercultural communication. Gudykunst and Kim 
(1997) claimed that interactions among people from different cultures caused anxiety, 
which they labeled intercultural communication apprehension. 
Intercultural sensitivity, intercultural effectiveness, are the components of 
capability for living and working together successfully with people from different 
cultures (Zhao, 2002). Lin (2012) posited that higher levels of intercultural sensitivity 
together with lower levels of intercultural communication apprehension provide a key to 
successful social interactions across cultures. Conversely, high intercultural 
communication apprehension and low intercultural sensitivity relate negatively to desired 
outcomes in interpersonal relationships in a cross-cultural context. Intercultural 
communication apprehension and intercultural sensitivity are considered as factors for the 
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affective aspect of intercultural competence. In addition, factors of culture, perceptions, 
roles and identities, communication styles, and personality also influenced intercultural 
communication competence (Vuckovic, 2008). 
Bicultural Identity 
Kanno (2003) wrote that “the word identity denotes our sense of who we are and 
our relationship to the world, …a salient feature of our identity depends on the context”. 
She depicted bicultural identity as “where bilingual individuals position themselves 
between two languages and two (or more) cultures, and how they incorporate these 
languages and cultures into their sense of who they are” (p. 3). Contemporary researchers 
define bicultural identity as the psychological condition of being oneself regarding the 
combination of two cultures. Within the bicultural context, individuals are largely 
influenced by the shared behaviours and customs they learn from the surrounding new 
culture. Their personalities are strongly influenced by the biological and social norms to 
which they are exposed. 
Culture affects the personality of an individual because the individual may react in 
a way that is reflective of knowledge acquired from one or more cultures (Friedman, 2012). 
Culture influences individuals’ change to the extent that individuals’ attitudes towards 
acculturation can be self-manipulated by psychological ways as empathy, emotional 
encouragement, and autosuggestion. Psychological distress in a bicultural context is 
closely related to some perceived errors in social cognition and self-identification. 
Individuals may face difficulty balancing their identity within themselves due to the 
INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF CHINESE STUDENTS 16 
influence of both their original culture and host culture. Problems arise when individuals 
fail to place themselves in the integrative reality where their original culture is connected to 
the host culture. Bicultural individuals are therefore regarded as competent to function 
efficiently in the dominant culture as their own while maintaining to manifestations of their 
own culture. Bicultural identity, in turn, positively affects individuals with respect to the 
additional knowledge that individuals acquire from as a result of belonging to more than 
one culture. 
A way in which one can measure bicultural identity may be with the Bicultural 
Identity Integration construct (BII), a relatively new construct proposed by scholars 
Martinez, Leu, Lee, and Morris (2002). Their instrument captures the degree to which 
bicultural individuals perceive their identities as compatible and integrated versus 
oppositional and difficult to integrate. The BII looks at how the bicultural individual 
perceives his/her bicultural identities and whether theses identities are compatible or 
oppositional. Martinez and Haritatos (2005) stated that BII also seeks to identify the big 
five aspects of an individual’s personality (McCrae & John, 1992), including extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness, which can predict an 
individual’s feelings of cultural isolation and strains in intercultural relations. 
Low BII scoring individuals have difficulties in incorporating both cultures into a 
cohesive identity and tend to see both cultures as highly dissimilar. Bicultural individuals 
with high BII on the other hand, see their identities as complementary and themselves as 
part of a third culture, which integrates elements from both their cultures. Researches are 
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currently investigating how BII is associated with the psychological and social adjustments 
of the bicultural person. Individuals with low BII tend to resist frame switching and usually 
have trouble with social interactions that require adjusting their behaviour to mirror that of 
their host culture. BII can be increased by asking bicultural individuals to recall positive 
cross-cultural exchanges, to eventually guide individuals’ way of thinking and their 
cultural values in a bicultural context (Martinez et al, 2002). 
Because there are few research findings on the bicultural identity of Chinese 
students abroad in past literature, I explored Kanno’s research (2003) on Japanese students 
studying in Canada, aiming to find similarities between Japanese and Chinese students in 
terms of their bicultural identity when they studied abroad. Because Japanese and Chinese 
students may share similar Eastern values, I speculate that their attitudes towards 
biculturalism might be similar as well. Kanno (2003) believed that her most significant 
finding was that, for bilingual individuals, identity is not simply a zero sum choice 
between one culture and language and another. 
It is possible for bilingual youths to reach a balance between two 
languages and cultures. The trajectories of their identity development 
show a gradual shift from a rigid and simplistic approach to 
bilingualism and biculturalism to a more sophisticated skill at 
negotiating belonging. One does not have to accept all of a culture, no 
one does, in order to belong to it (p. 135-6). 
Summary 
Intercultural adaptation as a communication-based phenomenon helps newcomers 
cope with difficulties in the new environment. It refers to gradual changes within the 
process of acculturation. Individuals who are placed in the receiving environment will not 
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consciously choose to make a change until they gain awareness of the particular 
bicultural context surrounding them. Bicultural identity therefore acts as a prerequisite to 
urge newcomers to shift their cultural identity, customs, beliefs, and values in order to 
adapt themselves to the new host culture. The increasing internal and external perception 
and awareness of the bicultural context enables individuals immerse to themselves in the 
new environment, where new rules for appropriate and competent communication are 
required. 
In a bicultural context, where two cultures interact, individuals are encouraged to 
adopt an integrationist approach to acculturation. They can adopt the cultural norms of the 
dominant or host culture while maintaining their culture of origin as well, but integrate 
both to generate new standards of appropriateness and competence in the new 
environment. Intercultural competence, in this research, is described as an ability to learn 
about cultural similarities and differences, and knowing how to develop intercultural 
communication affectively, cognitively, and behaviourally. It is a combination of 
psychological and functional fitness that contributes to success in cross-cultural 
interactions. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method and Procedure 
In this research project I have chosen qualitative research to understand the 
experiences of Chinese students abroad. I presented the data as a case study to generate a 
rich description of their efforts to reconcile their domestic culture and the host culture. In 
the process of collecting the data, I used semi-structured interviews as the means of data 
collection and informed my research participants thoroughly beforehand of my research 
plan including the research steps to gather and analyze the data, and the confidentiality 
and anonymity on the information they provided. When analyzing my research data, I 
chose NVivo as the data analysis software to conduct the coding and theming process and 
reveal findings more simply and efficiently. 
Pereda, Airey, and Bennett (2007) used a quantitative research method to measure 
quality of the service for international students and to investigate the participants’ 
experience in their study abroad. The advantage of this approach is that it permits the 
identification of a large and coherent group as students with similar overseas experiences. 
Such a research strategy can be developed to look for breadth to explain a particular 
phenomenon. It can be used to explore the response of international students to their 
experience and to conduct an exploratory factor analysis, which ultimately identified 
factors of service quality. But in my study, I utilized a qualitative research method, which 
is methodologically sensitive enough to capture the kinds of insights and learning that 
interviews identify. 
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Qualitative Research: Case Study 
Qualitative research includes a series of empirical procedures. It is designed to 
describe and interpret the experiences of research participants in a specific context 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b). Qualitative findings are generally presented in everyday 
language and often incorporate participants’ own words to describe a psychological event, 
experience, or phenomenon (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). To gain a qualitative 
understanding of the underlying reasons and motivations for intercultural competence 
acquired by Chinese university students study in Canada, I conducted an instrumental 
case study to examine what these international students do and think during their learning 
and living experiences. 
The case study is an excellent method for obtaining a thick description of a 
complex social issue embedded within a cultural context. It offers rich and in-depth 
insights that no other method can yield, allowing researchers to examine how an intricate 
set of circumstances come together and interact in shaping the social world (Dornyei, 
2007). In my research, Chinese university students studying abroad can be seen as a 
particular case of a particular group and a sub-unit embedded in a multi-cultural context. 
I am very interested in how participants integrate their Eastern perspective with the 
Western context, in order to succeed in the host country. 
A study led by Sheikh (2009) described the instrumental case study as “seeking to 
understand the issue...more generally, generating a number of the findings that are 
transferable to other contexts” (p. 54). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) described an 
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instrumental case study as a particular case study examined mainly to provide insight into 
an issue or to redraw a generalization. The case is of secondary interest, it plays a 
supportive role and it facilitates understanding of something else. The case is examined in 
depth, to help the researcher pursue the external interest with scrutinized contexts and 
detailed ordinary activities. To seek an insight into the learning and living experiences of 
Chinese university students in a foreign country and finally gain a broader in-depth 
understanding of intercultural competence acquisition, an instrumental case study method 
is regarded as a suitable research method for my project. In this type of case study, the 
researcher investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context but also 
looks for transferable insights that may be applied in similar settings. 
To support my choice of an instrumental case study method, I looked for 
examples in other studies. Stake (1995) gave an example of an instrumental case study in 
his research regarding No Child Left Behind (NCLB) initiative in a school district. He 
eventually found that NCLB might impact schools’ enrolments because a parent is given 
the mandate to move his/her child of a school that is “failing”. In his study, how the 
mandate of parents affected enrolments in poor schools was set to be the supported case, 
in order to purse the external interest on how enrolment was impacted by the NCLB 
initiative. In this example, the case study was used to understand a larger problem. Thus, 
case study was instrumental to accomplish something deeper other than understanding 
the contemporary phenomenon. Accordingly my research topic, how Chinese 
postsecondary students in Canada adapt themselves in the host society, is set like a 
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supported case, serving to explore what strategies on the aspect of intercultural 
competence they have employed to get that success. 
Research Procedures 
In other qualitative assessments of student learning abroad, researchers often ask 
open-ended questions regarding what students have learned while overseas. Whalen 
(2009) identified the interpretation of the participants in interview as distinct, memorable, 
and with much emotion. Berg, Paige, and Lou (2012) pointed out that during the 
interview “the study abroad experience often serves its student participants with what can 
be characterized as hypersensory buffet” (p. 128). These hypersensory perceptions make 
abroad memories more vivid, real, and impactful. Conducting semi-structured interviews 
with open-ended questions can dramatically increase participants’ awareness and 
commitment to work across cultures and achieve success in the end. This is the reason 
why I chose semi-structured interviews to collect data. 
Participants. The participants in my research are university students who have 
come from China to study in Canada at UNBC. In 2015, when I started to get in contact 
with them, some of them were current undergraduates or postgraduates, and some of 
them were last year’s graduates but one thing they have in common is that they have all 
studied abroad after graduating from high schools in China. Selection criteria for the 
participants also included the number of years participants have been in Canada. I have 
interviewed students who have been in Canada for a period of two to five years because 
they are thought to have enough time adjusting themselves to the Western society. 
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My selection criteria addressed three points. First, if participants are currently 
registered students or recent graduates, they are likely to have a certain level of English 
language proficiency, which is looked at as the basis of cultural adaptation. That is 
because language reinforces the ties among people who speak the same language and has 
a powerful effect on the way in which an individual responds to change into a new 
environment. Second, finishing high school in China before studying abroad ensures 
participants, as adults, hold a relatively well-established Eastern outlook on life and the 
world. Ashworth (2000) noted that high school students are at a challenging 
developmental stage marked with physical, intellectual, emotional, and social changes. 
Participants in my study have different experience than immigrant students who enroll in 
either junior secondary schools or senior secondary schools in Canada and almost wholly 
adapt themselves into the Canadian society by the time they graduate from universities. 
My participants have stronger identification with Chinese culture before studying abroad, 
rather than as immigrant students whose challenge of learning a new language and 
redefining their cultural identities has already occurred during their juvenile years in the 
host country. Students who arrived in Canada earlier may have already achieved 
adaptation and be more fully assimilated by the surrounding culture. Third, the defined 
period of years living in Canada makes it more likely that selected participants have an 
intimate knowledge of the surrounding culture and more insights on the relationship 
between themselves and the host culture. They have more to say about the process of 
adjustment than a student who arrived more recently from China. 
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Data Collection: Semi-structured interviews. Upon approval of this research by the 
UNBC Research Ethics Board, I posted invitations to students who are from China and are 
pursuing foreign degrees at UNBC to volunteer as interview participants. I finally selected 
five students that meet my selection criteria. 
The interview is used widely to supplement and extend a researcher’s knowledge 
about individual thoughts, feelings, and behaviours of the research participants. So I 
employed semi-structured interviews to investigate the experiences of Chinese students 
abroad and step into their inner world. Semi-structured interviews provide a more relaxed 
atmosphere in which to collect information, during which participants may feel more 
comfortable having a conversation with the researcher. These interviews are open, 
allowing new ideas to be raised by participants as they describe their lives. 
Semi-structured interviews are conducted with an open framework that starts with 
more general questions during the two-way conversational communication. Such 
interviews can be used both to give and receive information. The majority of questions 
are created during the interview. Although different data collection methods are used 
across disciplines that use the case study method, semi-structured interviews are popular 
because they address the topic at hand and, at the same time, draw from the informant’s 
emerging worldview (Merriam, 1988). In this way semi-structured interviews can 
facilitate deeper investigation about the factors behind participants’ stories. 
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Process. I presented consent forms to my participants that showed my research 
purpose and my expectations of them. Concerns about anonymity and confidentiality are 
addressed in the form to protect the privacy of my participants. After the consent forms 
have been signed, I scheduled the interviews for each of them. 
Considering that I am now working as an intern in Mainland China, I may not be 
able to meet my research participants and conduct the face-to-face interview at the 
appointed time in Canada. So I proceeded as scheduled remotely by Internet. I sent 
invitations and consent forms to some of my friends who meet my selection criteria and 
use the snowball sampling technique to find more hidden participants from my friends’ 
acquaintances. Morgan (2008) explained that snowball sampling uses a small pool of 
initial participants to recommend hidden participants who meet the same criteria that the 
researcher identified, from their social networks. They described snowball sampling as an 
analogy to a snowball that increases in size as it rolls forward. So in the end, I conducted 
online interviews person to person to finish the step of data collection. 
Interviews were conducted in either English or Chinese (Mandarin). Participants 
can choose the language to be used during the interview process. The one-to-one 
interviews were arranged to last around thirty minutes, during which I asked a series of 
questions and probed according to responses. For the detailed questions that I have asked, 
please refer to Table 1 Semi-Structured Interview Questions. All the conversation was 
recorded digitally for transcription. When Chinese (Mandarin) was used, I transcribed the 
interview recording and then translated the conversation into English. To ensure 
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confidentiality, I transcribed the interviews myself. 
Table 1. Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
1. What changes did you need to make to your thinking and behaviours to adjust to life in 
Canada? 
-As you go about your personal business such as shopping, riding the bus, 
accessing services? 
-As you participate in university classes? 
2. Which adjustments did you find easiest, or the most difficult? 
-How did you convince yourself to persist when adjustment was difficult? 
-Do you believe that you have been successful in adjusting to Canadian culture? 
In what ways? Please describe your greatest successes? 
3. Do you have to stop being Chinese to succeed in Canada? 
-What aspects of Chinese culture will always be a part of who you are? 
-What do you think of cultural identity? What is your identity in the bicultural 
background? 
-Are you sure about your self-position, your self-concept? 
Data Analysis. The most common analysis of qualitative data is observer 
impression. That is to say, researchers examine the data and interpret it by reporting their 
impression toward their research case and collected data in a qualitative structure. In my 
research, I used my research focus questions as predetermined categories of analysis and 
then sorted my data to correspond with these research questions. These steps created a 
process of coding qualitative data. In linking data collection and interpreting the data, 
coding is the basis for analyzing, reorganizing and strategizing (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). 
Saladana (2012) pointed out that coding is an interpretive technique that both 
organizes the data and provides a means to introduce interpretations of the data. I finally 
used Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software-NVivo to facilitate my 
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efficiency at data summarizing and categorizing. During the coding process, I applied the 
thematic analysis approach to interpret overarching themes from the collected data. I also 
looked for themes within and across my research focus questions. 
Thematic analysis was performed through the process of coding in six phases to 
create established and meaningful patterns. These phases are: familiarization with data, 
generating initial codes, searching for themes among codes, reviewing themes, defining 
and naming themes, and producing the final report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
According to thematic analysis execution steps proposed by these scholars, I first 
familiarized myself with my data during the transcribing process and noted initial themes 
that come to mind. Then I generated initial codes from the entire database, collating data 
relevant to each code. The next step was theme searching, which requires gathering 
relevant codes into corresponding themes. Then I checked the themes and refined clear 
definitions and names for each of them. As a result of these steps, I drew a coding and 
theming report. 
Summary 
I have conducted a qualitative research study investigating Chinese students’ 
acquisition of intercultural competence and explored their practical needs for learning 
and living. I used the instrumental case study method to gain insight into Chinese 
students’ experiences in Canada. Findings from this study indicated that how Chinese 
international students employ different coping strategies to deal with challenges and 
conflicts during their adaptation process.  
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Chapter 4: Research Results and Findings 
In the literature review, by research on the intercultural experience of overseas 
students from other countries, Messner and Schafer (2012b) concluded the intercultural 
competence of those students into three aspects, cognitive competence, behavioural 
competence and affective competence. By combining instances, they conducted exquisite 
classification of these three aspects, and summarized the reaction of overseas students 
from other countries in their process of intercultural exchange, as well as their 
competence in managing thought, behaviour and emotion.  
Although Messner and Schafer did not describe the intercultural competence of 
these students as a countermeasure, I tend to understand the intercultural competence in 
their works as particular intercultural strategies. In combination of my understanding and 
the data I have got during my research process (for example, a series of positive mental 
state and attitude of my research participants, such as their opinions on the relationship 
between changing and adapting, the relationship between competence and strategy, and 
the relationship between optimistic and passive), I tend to regard the intercultural 
competence as positive countermeasure that overseas students respond to situations 
where their native culture meet the host culture.  
This kind of strategy is full of intelligence and competence, courage and 
confidence. It is a series of feasible strategies that are suitable for them after continuous 
practice, reflection, and improvement. Although these strategies seem unique, with 
customization, they can be mutually referenced. For the persons who apply (my research 
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participants) are from a group with the similar background, and they have the certain 
commonality in age, academic background, and living environment as well as their 
psychological states in particular cases.  
Focusing on the intercultural competence of Chinese postsecondary students in 
Canada, I utilize the intercultural competence theoretical model (Messner & Schafer, 
2012b) as my research framework. And at the same time, I combined the three research 
topics (namely the three categories), and the codes and themes extracted from the 
interview transcriptions, so that in the end, I summarized a more comprehensive 
theoretical model, as shown in Figure 1. This model for the intercultural competence of 
Chinese postsecondary students in Canada integrates three aspects (the three categories): 
adaptation, intercultural strategy, and intercultural identity. The three aspects, going 
forward one by one, one close behind another, and influencing each other that composes 
a close chain of adaptation. It concludes the developing process of the intercultural 
competence from the superficial layer, the intermediate layer and the deep layer, and 
summarizes the changes my participants they have made in life practice in these three 
different layers. 
The Researcher 
Before going abroad, I have read many documents about cross-cultural study. 
Honestly, some point of views that were drawn from the setbacks or the experience of 
those participants in other people’s research do not totally make sense to me. My 
understanding to their real life experience was insufficient that time, even if I tried to 
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simulate their psychological changes in their situations. Finally, after completing the 
undergraduate education in China, I had the honor of being an international student at 
UNBC studying for a master's degree. 
It can be said that since I left my country, when the plane took off at that moment, 
my previous incomprehension of those studies all of a sudden disappeared. It was 
absolutely unteachable. Besides, as an international student from China, what I have 
experienced afterwards was astonishingly similar to those of my schoolmates who are 
Chinese as well.  
Prolongation Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 
Figure 1. Intercultural Competence Theoretical Model 
Though we all have our own stories, values, and perceptions, as students of the 
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same group, I think according to our similar educational background and family 
education environment, there must be some commonalities are worth discussion and 
research, which can help deeply dig out some typical conclusions and findings that 
Chinese Postsecondary students in Canada labeled. 
Moreover, I think I can more accurately show and discuss their stories, and take 
the place of them to interpret their experiences and ideas to finally summed up a set of 
real-life theory. Because I myself was one of the testers of this proposed theory, I was one 
of them from the group. 
The Participants 
Participant 1: Mr. H is a 25-year-old male who grew up in a medium sized northern 
interior city in China. He is studying for his Master’s degree in science at UNBC. 
He is a very modest and friendly person. 
Participant 2: Ms. L is a 30ish female who has always lived in Guangzhou and so has 
always had a greater degree of exposure to western culture. She is an extrovert. 
She got the Master’s degree in education at UNBC and now is working a full-time 
job in a public school in Canada. 
Participant 3: Ms. L is a 26 years old female who also comes from the School of 
Education at UNBC, very outgoing and nice. She is now working in Shenzhen, 
China as an English teacher in an international school while completing her 
graduate thesis for her Master’s degree. 
Participant 4: Ms. Y is a very kind person with a warm heart. She is around 25, born in a 
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northern interior city in China. After achieving the Master’s degree in computer 
science at UNBC, she moved to Vancouver and now working there. 
Participant 5: Ms. R is a 20ish female born in Jiangsu but moved to a provincial capital 
city during her secondary school years in a boarding school. She is very 
independent and courageous; after completing her undergraduate education at 
UNBC, she started to find a job in Canada. 
Figure 1. Intercultural Competence Theoretical Model 
Through analyzing the interview data combined with my research questions, the 
research thread of this paper and research logic frame is defined as Figure 1. Figure 1 is a 
theoretical model that bridges intercultural competence structure to psychological 
accommodation process of post-secondary Chinese students in Canada. It reveals three 
degrees of involvement process, which correspond to three main categories respectively: 
adaptation, intercultural strategy, and intercultural identity. This theoretical model follows 
the principle of gradual improvement and success that Chinese international students 
achieved on both physiological and psychological sides.  
In aspect of adaptation, all the five participants have mentioned the different 
school culture in Canada than what they used to involve in Mainland China. According to 
their interview transcriptions, I summarized three more subcategories as classroom 
setting, teacher-student relation, and teaching and learning style in this branch. In 
addition, social contact is another topic that was frequently referred through research 
interviews. According to participants’ own experience when they first faced the new 
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environment and tried to get involved, I defined interpersonal interaction, and personality 
development as sub categories in the branch of social contact. 
To expand out of the second research question on intercultural strategy, I have 
summed up some unique strategies that the participants applied when they were making 
progress in their efforts to resolve difficulties and challenges in their process of 
involvement. On referring to the structure that the United States Army Research Institute 
has defined cross-cultural competence as a set of cognitive, behavioural and, affective 
components, I scattered the information into these three sub categories. On cognitive 
competence, my participants tried to change their perspectives and be tolerant when 
getting shocked by any novelty. On behavioural competence, they made appropriate skills 
and behaviours in communication, and learnt to be flexible to accommodate the new 
environment. On affective competence, they accept changes with a positive attitude; 
moreover, they detected the others idea with the skill “empathy”. 
Intercultural identity is the third main category that shows a loop of psychological 
states that contributes to the form of intercultural identity. The fundamental level is 
inclusion, which includes two sub categories: acceptance and involvement. The upper 
level is critical reflection, and the top level is optimization. Additionally, self-concept, 
self-consistency & congruence, and sense of belonging these three sub categories are 
another stepped dimension that form the intercultural identity in a new environment from 
the shallower to the deeper. 
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Research Question 1: Adaptation 
Research Question 1: What adaptations are required of Chinese university 
students at a Canadian university? (academically and socially) 
This section explores how the participants see their living and study in Canada, 
and it organized into two subthemes that came up from the data: (a) school culture; and 
(b) social contact. In my opinion, the adaptation of a series of common and trivial matters 
such as new environment, different language and different classroom setting cannot be 
neglected. In consideration that my research participants are overseas students but not the 
second generation of immigrants defined as those who live in Canada from childhood, or 
for more than ten years, who do not live and study for a long time in Canada. After 
finishing the senior high school education or the undergraduate courses in their home 
country China, they come to Canada all alone, to start their new life here, and some of 
them are even having been suffering from a very tough life. Therefore, I think their 
maladaptation and difficulties in living at the very beginning shall be put into my 
research. 
School Culture 
The term school culture generally refers to the beliefs, perceptions, relationships, 
and rules that shape every aspect of how a school functions (Bacon, 2014). But it also 
consists of more concrete matters such as the safety of students, the orderliness of 
classrooms and public constructions, or the degree to which a school embraces racial, 
ethnic, or cultural diversity. 
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According to my research data, the school culture that the participants are 
encompassed in is comparatively positive. Since it leads to professional satisfaction and 
effectiveness, which occurs in student learning, fulfillment, and well-being. There are 
several aspects that mentioned by the participants that associated with positive school 
culture at UNBC. For example, relationships and interactions are characterized by 
openness, trust, and respect; every student has equal access to the academic support, 
including minorities; criticisms and failures are acceptable, for they are seen as 
opportunities to make success. 
Classroom Setting 
Classroom setting has always been the key factor to affect educational results. A 
positive and healthy classroom setting improves student academic performance and 
achievements. In addition, classroom setting is heavily influenced by the school culture 
that shapes the organization of the class. In the classroom in Canada, students are 
engaged in a more diverse form of classroom settings, for example, classes provide 
presentations, seminars, and workshops to foster the learning initiative of the students. 
Also, the professional learning communities established by students and professors off 
the class that encourage students and their teachers to communicate, share expertise, and 
work together more productively (VanHousen, 2013). 
My findings reveal that the participants saw this kind of classroom setting as a 
subversive creation compared to the classes under the Chinese educational model. They 
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feel like being brought to a totally new world where fresh ideas and different perspectives 
are appreciated. In the class, mistakes are not punished or seen as failures, but they are 
look at as opportunities to get progress. 
“when in the class, their ideas are more open and they are more active, 
more dare to express their views with full of confidence. Seems they do 
not restrained by any concerns. They have plenty of imagination, and 
they don’t fear failure, but they are very straightforward. They shared 
anything they regarded necessary and important in the class.” (Mr. H) 
Also, the shared ideas and experiences that encompass the racial and ethnic 
diversity of the students from different countries are always honored and welcomed. Mr. 
H mentioned the small-scaled cross-culture exhibition in the class develops the 
connection. He indicated that such kind of cultural events make explicit connections 
between the diverse cultural backgrounds of the students. 
“But when I shared Chinese culture in the class, the Chinese traditions or 
the foods, my local classmates always show their interests in my stories, I 
can tell their passions in their eyes. Similarly, I was very much interested 
in their cultural issues, too. I like listening to the shared experience of my 
classmates who are from different countries; I think it was like a free 
journey to take me fly over the world.” (Mr. H) 
When after the class, students are voluntary to create advisory teams that 
comprise their group members to help and work with each other. International students 
are very concerned and helped. In such kind of off-class learning group, student 
relationships, even the teacher-student relationships are more collaborative, and all of the 
members are held to get higher professional achievements through collaboration. 
“Local students are very nice to us. I must say most of the time they are 
very happy to help us. We often have meetings to discuss the homework 
after class, and they always share lots of insightful ideas with us. When 
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we face difficulties in academic researches, professors are all very kind 
to help us get further discussion after the class.” (Ms. R) 
Thus, every student has equal access to the academic support and services from 
their classmates and teachers. To encourage the creation and the freedom in the academic 
environment, any success no matter of individual achievement or of collaborative 
cooperation are all recognized and appreciated in the school. As a result, students are 
consistently held to get high academic expectations, and tend to meet or exceed those 
expectations more easily. 
Teacher-student Relation 
Compared with the traditional teacher-student relation in China, western 
education system pays more attention to open type pedagogical methods emphasizing 
freedom, imagination, creation, and independence, which contribute to a relaxed, equal 
and positive teacher-student relation. After going through a formidable monarch-subject 
concept in teacher-student relation for dozens of years in China, the Chinese students are 
surprised by the free teacher-student relation which is irrelevant to hierarchy and etiquette 
when they first come to Canada. Such teacher-student relation under western education 
mode provides the Chinese students with more courage and confidence. A series of open 
type teaching and learning model, such as free speaking, research seminars, and free 
discussion after class makes the Chinese students bold in further expansion of thinking. 
Students are encouraged to bring forth new ideas and foster imagination.  
Moreover, the liberalization of the research methods in academic fields inspires 
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their confidence and enthusiasm on researching and questioning. Critical thinking helps 
them being no longer bullied by the authority in academic circles and other living 
practices. It can be said that the teacher-student relation in the western world opens a new 
chapter for the academic life of the Chinese students in Canada, and lays the foundation 
for their “exchange” with the local society.  
Teaching and Learning Style 
There are great differences between Chinese students and Canadian students on 
learning competence, learning enthusiasm, and learning method owing to the differences 
between eastern educational system and western educational system. My research 
participants did not initially adapt to such free, self-managed learning environment when 
they first came to Canada. When asked about the changes they have made to adapt to 
living and studying in Canada, Ms. R firstly mentioned,  
I think it is more about the learning, or it can be said as the way of 
learning. Here in Canada, I think compared to when we are in China, we 
should learn how to study by ourselves; students here are more inclined to 
self-study. Professors here may not be able to manage your time for you. 
You should be very disciplined doing your homework, also including the 
preview and review on your own pace.  
For Chinese overseas students such as Ms. R who do not accept the undergraduate 
education in China, but go directly through the undergraduate educational mode in 
Canada, might have some troubles in adaptation to the such learning environment at the 
very beginning. However, for some other research participants who have finished the 
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undergraduate education in China and then furthered the graduate education in Canada, 
they have got much better adaptation on such new learning style and the skill of 
self-management in learning. The Chinese College Entrance Examination is regarded as 
the watershed in the application of the pedagogical model in China. The pedagogical 
practice before the college entrance examination is relatively more constrained and less 
autonomous. However the postsecondary pedagogical practices after the college entrance 
examination roughly conforms with the pedagogical model in western countries, which 
requires self-autonomy and self-navigation in learning. Therefore, the maladaptation in 
teaching and learning method is embodied mainly on undergraduate students from China 
who begin their studies in Canada. 
Social Contact 
Social Contact is related to the social relationships between human beings, but it 
is not just external. It is the combination of the internal element on personality 
development and the external essence on social connections. The internal of Social 
contact points to the self-development and self-optimization that lead to positive and 
healthy social behaviour. The external or Social Culture is created by relationships of the 
component individuals in their social interactions.  
Social contact involves engagement with individuals or communities by creating 
relationships where there is focus on the skills and knowledge, and the understanding of 
people in social interactions. As social creatures, in the social context, individuals need to 
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feel acceptance from concrete social groups. The need to belong is so ingrained that it 
may be strong enough to overcome physiological maladaptation in the very beginning. 
Also, during the social contact, individual’s sense of self-concept is getting aroused to 
develop based on interactions with others (Andersen & Chen, 2002). In other words, an 
individual’s emotions and behaviours are shaped by existing relationships; because those 
people that remind him or her of self-development are acting as models that make 
individual change to get adaptation. 
Interpersonal Interaction 
Language barrier is one of the fatal influencing factors mentioned multiple times 
by my research participants, for it leads to obstacles in interaction as in the class or at 
work. Luzio-Lockett (1998) indicated that the restrictions of international students’ 
language abilities combined with emotional and situational difficulties limit their 
academic performance and consequently affect the overall educational and social 
experience. For language is a social phenomenon, closely related to the life of human 
society. It is the link between individuals in the society, and it is the bridge for contact 
between individuals, and the tool for communication. Thus, language is a major barrier 
that should be overcome by Chinese overseas students in Canada at the very beginning. 
For my participants, most of them faced the challenge on lack of language 
proficiency at the very first of their adaptation, which have a great influence on their 
classroom performance and daily communication with the locals. Though they realized 
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that the language barrier is the first thing that should be resolved as quickly as possible, 
the reality of the difficulty of resolving this barrier appears to be a slap in their faces, 
which leads to psychological barrier and pressure for them. Gradually, it has become a 
vicious circle that makes my participants trapped in a nervous condition when they have 
to speak or communicate in English. That is the reason why many Chinese overseas 
students they don’t want to break out of the Chinese social circles even they are living in 
North America. 
In class, when I first listened to lectures, I basically did not understand. I 
was able to understand twenty percent of the total, I think….It’s funny, 
because the meaning of the words in the sentence can be understood 
respectively, but when they were making up sentences, and perhaps 
people speak a little bit fast, or I am just a little nervous in the class, 
finally it comes to be much difficult to totally understand what people 
say in the class. (Ms. Y) 
 
Well, at the beginning of the time, I only absorbed half the information 
that instructors gave in the class, only two-thirds of the information that 
can be clearly heard and understood, the rest one-third can only relied 
[for interpretation] on guess. Anyway, at that moment, I was nervous as 
well, because I am the only student from China, if you don't speak 
English, no one could understand what you say. Very nervous at the 
beginning. (Ms. Y) 
 
Yup. But beyond class time, I have been speaking Chinese all the time 
with students from China, hanging out with Chinese students. So my 
English is not as good as other students living with the locals. So for a 
very long time, I didn't understand what the teacher say in the class, and 
what other people say outside the class. (Ms. Y) 
As the basis for daily life, language not only has an influence on adaptation 
competence on the living practice in the superficial layer, but also determines spiritual 
culture in the deeper layer. It is very difficult for an individual to integrate into the 
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surrounding environment or the host culture if he/she fails to adapt to the local language. 
Correspondingly, it is also very difficult for the surrounding culture to actively make such 
an individual feel included, for inclusion is not a result of a single effort but needs the 
joint efforts of both sides, of the individuals and of the surrounding culture. 
As what Ms. Y said, it is only when they overcome the fear of speaking English, 
and feel free to enter the local community, or the social network of the local people, then 
they gradually take the first step in the path that leads to relationship with the surrounding 
environment. That is not an easy task to break the limitations to make that change. Most 
Chinese overseas students are just too shy to expose their disadvantages on language to 
the public, and they even don't want to face up to their own weaknesses, which leads to 
negative attitudes to adaptation. But after they break the ice, becoming brave enough to 
expose themselves to the social reality, they would now develop the confidence to get 
involved and become accepted by the host culture. Most of the students are good enough 
and professional enough to get jobs in the local job market, but they only need a little 
more persistence and courage to overcome self-weaknesses. 
Just when I moved to where I am living now, I start to know the 
importance of a language. It is the key factor that determines whether 
you can live happily or not in Canada. Because before I moved here in 
Vancouver, I was living in a Chinese-speaking environment (studying 
with Chinese students, living with them, hanging out with them), which 
really have a detrimental influence on my study and work. Without 
good language proficiency, you cannot even enter a Chinese-run 
company. Because you are in Canada, a person who cannot speak 
English fluently can hardly find a job in Canadian job market. Then I 
realize it was the time to make some change, to create a more positive 
environment for myself, to adapt into the Canadian society. So I moved 
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to a foreign language environment, living with Canadian landlord and 
his family. I started to force myself to learn, to use, to adapt, and then 
the language problem came to be solved gradually. (Ms. Y) 
Personality Development 
Because of the Chinese-specific family education model, most Chinese overseas 
students lack the consciousness of self-independence. Most of them start to build up their 
spirit of self-independence when it is needed to solve the issues all by themselves after 
arriving in Canada. Gradually they got adapted to being independent that makes them 
more excellent and powerful. 
Historically, the Chinese government implemented the “one-child-per-family 
policy” in 1979 to control the country's burgeoning population (Potts, 2006). This 
generation of only-child students is precisely to which my participants belong. Compared 
with sibling-students, the “only-child” Chinese students are regarded to have more 
problems on physical, psychological, emotional, and social development (Chen et al., 
2002; Edwards et al., 2005). The “only-child” Chinese students performed lower on 
consciousness of dependency measures owing to the unshared caring and attention from 
their parents under the Chinese traditional family education model. 
Other studies have examined more details in the effects personality characteristics 
have on adaptation to a new culture. Mak and Tran (2001) examined 
Vietnamese-Australian students on the Big Five personality traits (McCrae & John, 1992) 
in relation to social network establishment. They found that high extraversion, high 
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openness, and low neuroticism were more predictive of social self-efficacy, 
self-confidence in building social relationships. For my participants, almost all of them 
experienced a mental process of personality modification, from a relatively lower 
consciousness of dependency to a state of high extraversion, high openness and agreeable 
to achieve success in adaptation. 
Psychologically, I become more independent. You know, when 
overseas students come to a new country, leaving away from their own 
parents, and at the same time, we need to quickly learn to adapt the new 
environment, to be independent. We need to learn to face lots of things 
by ourselves and learn how to how to manage our own time and life, so 
that now we consider more comprehensively and more carefully than 
before. (Ms. R) 
Results showed that Chinese overseas students experienced better social adaptation as 
they were starting to be more extraverted and independent in their study and life. The 
high levels of extraversion and openness and the higher perceptions of being independent 
positively correlated with positive adjustment physically and psychologically. 
Additionally, in my study, participants are examined as individuals from a 
collectivist culture (China) while living in an individualistic culture (North America), and 
this group are doomed to face more difficulties in adaptation because of the absolute 
differences between these two cultural backgrounds. This implies that some individuals are 
better at adapting than other individuals based on their personality traits, and different 
living cultural background. But all of such problems can be finally solved as long as to get 
appropriate self-development, in particular, to get the personality optimization, which will 
help get harmony and compatibility in the new environment. Since the personality traits of 
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extraversion and neuroticism are highly correlated with a positive cultural adjustment. (Wu 
& Rubin, 2000) 
Summary of Research Question 1: Adaptation 
The great success that the participants finally reach, that is, the higher layer of the 
adaptation (a profound level that is full of integration, exchange, and mutual influence) is 
owing to the maladaptation they go through during the primary stage or the so-called 
“survival step”. They have to handle everything and go closer to their own targets all by 
themselves in life practice. Their hard work and improvement on academic training and 
social contact contributes to their acceptance of intercultural competence. They have to 
go through the “survival step” all by themselves to get adaptation in the primary stage, so 
that they can enter into the higher layer regarding culture, identity and social settings, 
which truly cultivate their intercultural competence. 
Research Question 2: Intercultural strategy 
Research Question 2: What strategies do these students use as they learn to 
adjust? (aspects of cognitive, behavioural, and affective competence) 
The subthemes of the intercultural strategy are divided into three aspects: 
cognitive competence, behavioural competence, and affective competence. As shown in 
Figure 1 that each of these three also has own sub categories on the third level. As 
changing perspectives and tolerance are the third level categories of the cognitive 
competence; effectiveness and flexibility are subordinated to the sub theme, behavioural 
competence; affective competence has own sub categories as attitudes to changes and 
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empathy. We can see from the diagram in Figure 1 (refer back to page 32) that there are 
some differences on intercultural strategy between the overseas students from different 
countries. Since my research findings in this aspect are not totally congruent with the 
intercultural competence theoretical model (Messner & Schafer, 2012b).  
Cognitive competence 
Although not all of my research participants come from major cities (Beijing, 
Shanghai and Guangzhou), they do not feel a great impact on vision expansion such as 
mind opening or the horizon broadening after they come to Canada, a country with more 
diversified cultures and advanced ideologies. Therefore, in a combination of the current 
state and rapid development in China, it can be deduced that the vision field and 
cognitive competence are not great loopholes any more under the current educational 
mode. With the help of broad social resources inside China, Chinese students are more in 
tune with the times than before. For example, the open-mindedness in cognitive 
competence in the theoretical model is not found in my research findings. 
Changing perspectives 
Under the long-term influence of the home country’s culture, everyone has 
formed relatively stable values; a matter is correct or incorrect, or proper or improper, is 
greatly influenced by the values with its leading status in society to a great extent. As for 
foreign people, they often judge if the behaviour of others is correct or not by referring 
the values from their own cultures as the standard when they come to a strange 
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environment. Similarly, as local people, their understanding and acceptance of foreign 
culture are also controlled by their values of their home country. The formation and 
development of values are related to a series of external influencing factor such as the 
information accepted by individuals and the channels to get such information.  
Secondly, the way we think. It is true that some of the time we do not 
think in the same way, the starting points, the train of the thoughts are 
mostly different than that of the local friends because of our different 
educational and cultural backgrounds. (Ms. L) 
In acquiring the intercultural competencies, a global mindset including broadening 
one’s perspective and having an open mind about different ways of life are very much 
essential. In this process, individuals must have the desire to want to learn more, gain 
further knowledge, and think critically about cultural differences. As Chen (2005) 
mentioned in her research, “unfolding the self is a process of transforming and moving 
oneself from the lower to higher level of the developmental ladder of human beings”, 
individual development of intercultural capabilities including the development of 
sensitivity, creativity, and empathy is like an activator that encourages global visions in the 
cross-cultural communication.  
No matter who, the Chinese overseas students in Canada, or the Canadian local 
students, when comparing mother culture to another and examining the similarities and 
differences, they all might be puzzled or ill informed. Only after they become aware of the 
differences, and recognize the necessity of the diversity, they might realize the importance 
to understand their counterparts’ perspective in others’ points of view. Chen (2005) 
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emphasized that it is most important and essential for students wherever they come from to 
immerse themselves into the other culture and try to understand the other society in 
intercultural interactions without violating their counterparts’ norms and rules. Vicere 
(2004) stated that thinking globally has become such an integral part of our lives in the 
cross-cultural environment under today’s globalization as we have become more 
interconnected and interdependent with cultures around the world. 
Tolerance 
The acceptance of language, history, institutions, social norms, and rules of the 
host culture by my research participants is mainly embodied in the aspect of tolerance. 
Research data shows that they have strong psychological endurance and tolerance to the 
new environment, new culture and new things, and they face various challenges and 
difficulties in a positive way. Even in conditions where they have different opinions, they 
express their respect and tolerance to diversity, and allow others to have their own 
understandings, values, and perspectives. They give respect to everyone and every 
diverse culture, without judging others and others’ points of view. 
Ms. L concludes the differences on cognition and understanding between Chinese 
and Western cultures into the different channels of receiving information; for example, 
when her classmates in Canada give an opinion not in accordance with the her perception 
of the real situation in China, she still respects to their freedom in speech and their 
standpoints. Because she firmly believes that it is because of the different information 
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people obtained, and it is the external factors that lead to misunderstandings, irrelevant to 
intentional subjective prejudice about races or genders. 
 “But I believe that what I know about is not the same as others, it is 
because the different accesses we got to know such information. Until 
now, I still think that it is the changeable external factors that lead to 
misunderstandings and conflicts, rather than the human nature such as 
deep-rooted prejudice or discrimination. Also, I think a lot of times, in a 
lot of situations, it is not necessary to point out bluntly, as long as it 
does not involve the issue of principle; it is not necessary.” (Ms. L) 
I regard this paragraph as data in the sub category of cognitive competence, 
tolerance. Because Ms. L’s understanding to differentiation is the embodiment on 
tolerance, without discrimination or prejudice. She thinks it is improper for a person to 
have prejudice to other parties just because they have different standpoints or 
understandings. Such tolerance does not aim at anybody, but attributing the problem to 
accessibility to the culture and the information. This is the most respectful attitude to 
different people, cultures and environments. 
Moreover, Ms. Y said she understand and accept the over-westernized behaviours 
of some Chinese overseas students, although sometimes they are “too excessive” to make 
their Chinese friends uncomfortable, and make themselves caught in embarrassing 
condition among other Chinese overseas students. However, she shows respect and 
understanding to these students who are eager to be included in the western society since 
everyone has the freedom of choosing his/her life and values and beliefs. We shall show 
our respect and give corresponding tolerance even though their behaviours have an 
influence on us. We are all overseas students who live and study in Canada all alone, and 
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we understand the difficulties, worries, and fears, because we have gone through the 
same “bad things” in the process of adaptation. Therefore, we put ourselves in other’s 
shoes, and accept these “inappropriateness”. I think it is the embodiment of one of the 
social skills, empathy. 
Behavioural competence 
In relation to intercultural strategies, behavioural competence refers to specific 
things that my participants have done to reach their success in adaptation (applying their 
knowledge, skills, and abilities) and how they do it (the consistent behaviours they 
demonstrate and choose to use). It consists of: a) appropriateness, b) effectiveness, c) 
communication ability, and d) flexibility. 
In this research, the behavioural competence of the Chinese overseas students 
employed in achieving intercultural adaptation is mainly demonstrated in aspects on 
effectiveness and tolerance as they conduct cross-culture interactions. It has several 
dimensions, as abilities and confidence vary between holding firm on a perspective and 
being flexible, depending on what the situation requires, and showing self-management 
by staying on-task to completion, particularly in the face of obstacles or other trying 
circumstances. 
Effectiveness 
The behavioural competence as effectiveness refers to bring effects in 
intercultural interactions, where applied by highly effective individuals to transfer skills 
INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF CHINESE STUDENTS 51 
from a domestic to an intercultural context. By including such elements as 
open-mindedness, flexibility, personal autonomy, emotional resilience, and 
perceptiveness, intercultural effectiveness in this research relates to the self-management 
skills of Chinese overseas students in their achievement of life goals in North America. 
The results of this research show that Chinese overseas students have excellent executive 
abilities to achieve their goals on academic level or even in their jobs. Though they do not 
have abundant social experience in the host society, the confidence and the powerfulness 
they have performed demonstrates that they are keeping pace with the rapidly changing 
environment, and developed interpersonal skills to meet current and future challenges.  
They know self-limitations, as the greatest level of strengths and weaknesses, and 
the behavioural patterns as self-consciousness of the specialized development, for 
example, self-examination and self-plan. As for the hardship Ms. L has encountered and 
her psychological journey in the process of looking for her dream work in Canada, she 
introduced her story and recommended other Chinese overseas students who are going to 
seek jobs in Canada by nurturing self-effectiveness. 
My story is, when I just started looking for a job, I was very much clear 
that I want to enter a public school, and I want to enter the union. 
Although I also eventually got the offer from private schools, I did not 
go. Because my goal is clear, I'm going to public school, and I'm going 
to the international education department. Finally, after waiting for a 
long time, full of tough, I got it. Only myself know the tough I have 
experienced, it’s not an easy job to get that success. (Ms. L) 
Tough experience can hardly be avoided in the way to grow up, but we can protect 
ourselves from not being hurt. Thus stress management is one of the competencies in 
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aspect of effectiveness in intercultural interaction. Individuals are required to work well 
under pressure against emotional strain, while maintaining effectiveness and self-control. 
Additionally, effectiveness can be described as an active constructive activity, 
which individual makes self-planning, self-regulation, self-monitoring, and self-feedback, 
stimulated by internal and self-driven motivation. It is an ability to be willing and 
initiative to take action to address needs without being requested by any other people else. 
And it is also the kind of ability to identify and set priorities, to make plans and to 
effectively allocate appropriate resources so that relevant issues are addressed and result 
in high-quality outcomes. 
My suggestion is to first look at what you want, rather what you can. 
Because if they require something that you cannot offer, you can still 
have the chance to make efforts to get their requirements, or you need 
to think about how to sell yourself, to show off what you have, your 
abilities. The reason why I did like this and now I suggest it to you, is 
because seeking for what you want first but rather what you can first 
can help make you step forward and finally get a better job. (Ms. L) 
Ms. L finally achieved the results that she was satisfied with by courageous 
attempts and great efforts empowered by self-efficacy to affect her level of success in 
her chosen field. So people who are identified as gaining effectiveness in the host 
society tend to make effective decisions and assume personal responsibility to form 
a good circle of progressive self-development. 
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Flexibility 
On aspect of behavioural competence, prior research summarized flexibility as the 
result of action and behaviour, which lays emphasis on the flexibility and change in 
behaviour (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). However, I think this kind of flexibility is more about 
a type of behaviour by the influence of a “flexible” environment, which requires making 
movements and finding new jobs to achieve the adaptability to the new environment. It is 
such of superficial changes, rather than in psychological level. “When the environment is 
not suitable any more, you need to change. It cannot be said as a kind of sacrifice. 
Changing is necessary, is bonded, you have to deal with it. It is tied by the surrounding 
culture.” 
However, when I conducted analysis of my data, I gradually found that the 
flexibility can be understood as the flexibility in psychological level, or it can be regarded 
as the psychological accommodation for better adaptation. For my participants, it is a 
kind of elasticity, just as reserving certain time and space for accommodation and 
buffering for themselves. In condition that change is needed, it is available to utilize such 
“protected time and space” to make them go through the adaptation in a more leisurely 
and easy way, to avoid the huge impact by the severe reality. Therefore, the flexibility of 
the psychological layer leads such integration on a deeper layer, as involvement and 
inclusion. It reflects the acceptance and understanding to the current situation in the 
psychological layer. I will explain in detail in the next subtheme, affective competence. 
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Affective competence 
The third aspect of intercultural competence is affective competence, which 
includes the desire to learn, to break down cultural barriers, and to find out about the 
inner self. The data that I have transcribed illustrate two points that Chinese overseas 
students reflect in affective competence. The first point is their attitudes to changes, 
which demonstrate their curiosity and interest in the attitudes necessary for intercultural 
competence. They take the initiative to break down cultural barriers to try to get involved 
in the host culture. They show respect to the cultural differences due to the intercultural 
sensitivity that they possess, which help arouse awareness of individual’s own personal 
cultural identity and understanding how cultures vary. 
Affective competence also entails the wish to find out about the inner self, to 
reconstruct one’s identity. This often entails discovering or becoming more aware of the 
intercultural nature of their own culture, which contributes to a sense of self-disclosure, 
and a sense of flexibility on both behavioural and affective level, which we call empathy. 
It is kind of action of understanding, being aware of, and being sensitive to the 
experience of other people.  
Attitudes to changes 
All the five participants are self-confident about their learning and living in their 
future life. Even there are many uncertain factors in the future, and some of the 
participants are a little bit confused and hesitant about the life goal setting, in general, 
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they are active to their current state and future life, full of confidence and courage.  
However, as for motivation for success in affective competence, no corresponding 
content is shown in my research data. First, in my opinion, it is difficult to define the 
word “success”. What is the success? What is defined as unsuccessful? I proposed this 
question to all my research participants in interviews, by asking if they think they are 
successful in adapting to life in Canada. Almost all my research participants respond on 
the spot by asking about how to define the word “success”. Then I realized the real 
problem, and change the question into what scores they give to themselves, in order to 
respectively understand their self-assessment for their adaptation.  
According to my research results, in aspect of goal achieving, the Chinese 
overseas students in Canada tend to comply with the nature of what is, and they tend to 
let the achievements come in accordance with its natural tendency, without strong utility. 
Their motivation and power to “success” tend to be an affirmation of self-value and 
their prospect for the future. For example, the five participants express that they are 
satisfied and delighted with their current state and the efforts they make during the 
adaptation period. It is such positive affective factors as self-affirmation come from their 
effective efforts that act as leading factors and motive power for them to move forward 
and achieve their expected results. Therefore, as for the Chinese postsecondary students 
in Canada, the optimistic psychology of facing difficulties and frustrations with a positive 
attitude is the secret for them to achieve “success”. 
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Empathy 
In my opinion, the empathy in Affective competence refers to the identification 
and acceptance of the new environment and new ideas, to make oneself integrated into 
the new cultural environment in a sympathetic way. It is the key to consider the feelings, 
needs, and wants of others, by seeing things from other perspectives. It has the specific 
performance of showing interest in others and sharing emotions. For my research 
participants, the empathy in their affective competence is demonstrated when they can 
detect the new ideas and new concepts contained in host culture and tell the differences in 
a sensitive way.  
Also, the participants tend to be more passionate and interested in these fresh 
ideas ; they can make themselves accepted and included in the new environment by 
sharing and exchanging. During the contact between people, the persons with empathy 
can detect the ideas and emotion of others in a more sensitive way, and pay more 
attention to the degree of comfort they bring to others. It is similar to the process of 
communication between individuals and the surrounding environment. My research 
participants with the skill “empathy” can detect the “idea” and “emotion” of the host 
culture in a more sensitive way. They comfort themselves, and at the same time, they 
comfort those in the host environment, to make themselves integrated and included. It is a 
mutual sharing and identification. 
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Summary of Research Question 2: Intercultural Strategy  
Intercultural strategy combines three aspects including cognitive competence, 
behavioural competence, and affective competence, which reflect the wisdom and the 
courage that Chinese overseas students possess when facing the challenges of 
intercultural interaction under a bicultural context. Some sub-points of the above three 
aspects also relate to the deep degree in adaptation, with respect to the way my 
participants chose to get better inclusion at a deeper level by gaining the intercultural 
identity. In this respect, their acquisition of intercultural competence gained from their 
living and learning experiences in Canada contributed to their success on adaptation in 
both physical and psychological ways. 
Research Question 3: Intercultural Identity 
Research Question 3: How do Chinese students at a Canadian university 
perceive their intercultural identity? 
I understand intercultural identity as a comprehensive reflective competence, in 
the combination of many complicated psychological aspects such as the repetition of 
self-affirmation, self-denial, dialectical thinking, synesthesia, and empathy. It is a loop of 
psychological states that contributes to the form of intercultural identity. The first level 
category is inclusion, which includes two sub categories on the third level: acceptance 
and involvement. The upper level is critical reflection, and the top level is optimization 
that contains balance and combination. We can see from Figure 1 (refer to page 30 or 
appendix B) that the subthemes of intercultural identity can be divided into three points: 
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inclusion, critical reflection and optimization. 
Inclusion 
As the secondary level of encoding, inclusion includes two third level encodings, 
acceptance and involvement. According to the analysis and research on the primary data, 
I think that in order to integrate into an environment on a psychological level, first, we 
shall accept the practical situation and ourselves. It is a process of self-awareness, being 
aware of the fact that things need to change. We cannot reject and avoid, but shall accept 
the facts and face the new cultural environment with the positive attitude. Acceptance and 
tolerance are the first step in the first layer. Next, involvement is kind of behavioural 
competence that accompanied with acceptance, psychological competence. It is the 
combination of physical and mental elements from these two sub categories that develop 
an individual’s awareness to change, to meet the current needs of the host culture in a 
positive way, as changing ourselves and made ourselves included in the new 
environment.  
Therefore, involvement tends to be the unidirectional development of an action, 
which can be understood as a kind of active attack made by the participants, in order to 
be integrated and accepted by the new environment. This positive and active attitude is 
preferable, but the result cannot be controlled by people. Individuals can take their efforts 
to adapt and answer to this new environment, but they cannot decide if the new culture 
can accept them or not. There is a relation between active and passive, with much 
uncertainty. Therefore, Chinese students need to comprehend during the transition phase 
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of acceptance and involvement, the necessity of achieving the synchronized adaptation on 
both physiological and psychological sides, in order to finally achieve the layer of 
inclusion. 
Inclusion can be understood as the mutual tolerance and integration between 
people and environment. People are changing themselves to adapt to the new 
environment, and at the same time, the environment provides the opportunity to people, 
and agrees to accept them, just as providing a virtual community, or a harbor, to provide 
people with a sense of safety and trust. Although the initiative of the environment is 
based on the initiative of the individuals, there is a supplementary and interactional 
relation between these two parties. Because of the acceptance of the foreign culture 
invasion and coexistence, Canada has the specific social environment of diverse culture 
integration. Therefore, the interaction (the integration and co-existence of foreign culture 
and mainstream culture) between different cultures can be said as a co-evolution. 
Inclusion is about ALL of us. It is about living full lives, which means living 
together, as in the class, in the office, where inclusion makes the world for a full life. 
Moreover, inclusion treasures diversity and builds community. It creates and shares tools, 
resources, capacities, so that all can live full lives in a shared diverse cultural society. 
Critical reflection 
When talking about changes they have made on adaptation, the five participants 
said they have thoughts about if the behavioural habits, and values and beliefs in the host 
culture are really all right, or if they are really better than those in their native culture. 
INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF CHINESE STUDENTS 60 
Although they are eager to be accepted by the new environment, they are not changing 
blindly or accepting passively. For example, when they are asked about the difference 
between the Chinese and western cultures and their preferences, all the five participants 
actively point out the advantages and shining points of Chinese culture, which will not be 
abandoned or changed in any circumstances. Even in a western society, they are willing 
to reserve the good part of the Chinese traditional culture that they think worthy to be 
valued, to show their pride as Chinese. 
Critical reflection is the second layer reaction in the combination of self-character 
and self-state after critical thinking. This critical thinking and selection show respect and 
appreciation to different cultures. Compared with the latter layer on optimization, it is a 
superficial reflection. However, compared with the first layer on inclusion, it is the 
second layer. There is a progressive and interactional relation between those three sides. 
When conducting analysis on the second category, intercultural strategy, I mention 
the third encoding flexibility under the secondary encoding behavioural competence, 
which can be regarded as flexibility on the psychological layer. It not only introduces the 
involvement and inclusion on the deeper layer in intercultural identity, but also acts as a 
psychological rehearsal on critical reflection. It is the leading factor for propelling and 
developing, and is the determinant factor for the deeper adaptation state. It embodies the 
independency and assertiveness of the Chinese overseas students in Canada when facing 
challenges. 
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Optimization 
Optimization is the fourth layer. It builds up a more optimal and more suitable 
culture, in combination of individual characters, values from the home country, and the 
diverse cultural background of Canada, which I call it as “a third culture”. It is the 
sublimation of inclusion and reflection, and is the top state of intercultural identity. 
“Balance” is the blend of the contrast and difference between the mainstream 
culture (western) and the culture of the home country (China). In consideration the fact 
that the research participants are all Chinese overseas students, the influence of Chinese 
traditional family culture cannot be ignored. The data embodied the relationship between 
the Chinese overseas students who tend to think and act in a westernized way and their 
parents who represent the Chinese traditional culture. The impact caused by the two 
generations of people needs to be balanced then overcome.  
“Combination” is the abstraction and integration of the essence from these two 
cultures after screening and reflection. Finally, through balance and combination, it 
achieves optimization, which is the process to sort out the good from the bad. Compared 
with certain single culture, “a particular third culture” after reflection and screening is a 
more optimized and novel type. 
Summary of Research Question 3: Intercultural Identity 
Intercultural identity reveals the definition of self-sense of belonging of the 
Chinese overseas students in Canada as well as the formation of their self-concept. It 
includes the three layers that are progressive, interactive and from the shallower to the 
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deeper. They are inclusion, critical reflection and optimization respectively. In my 
opinion, these three subthemes contribute to the built of the intercultural identity, and at 
the same time, intercultural identity embodies 1) form the self-concept; 2) get 
self-consistency and congruence; 3) establish the sense of belonging in a specific 
environment.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
In this chapter, I further discuss the findings and results from the third category 
that were presented in Chapter 4 by investigating the manifestation of the intercultural 
identity. Though some points in this chapter were not mentioned directly by the 
participants, after a logical analysis from the shallower to the deeper, I believe it is 
necessary and important to expand study on this topic. Literature review shows that 
intercultural identity has a very close relationship with intercultural competence. 
Competence and strategies are the manifestation of behavioural responses, which is on 
the basis of the inner driving force, intercultural identity. Therefore, in this regard, 
intercultural identity cooperates as a psychological guidance to help individuals get a 
better adaptation. A clear self-positioning determines good acquisition in intercultural 
competence. 
In this research, the formation process of the intercultural identity provides 
individuals with the sense of self-concept, self-consistency and congruence, and 
belonging. Self-concept determines the self-position of the participants in their future 
plan; self-consistency and congruence is primarily a matter of mind-set that develops the 
subject initiative of the participants; sense of belonging refers to an attitude that the 
participants can psyche themselves into a peace of mind. These three sub categories 
cannot be neglected in the field of research on intercultural competence, because they 
belong to an ongoing process of the combination of intercultural strategies and 
intercultural identity. They are a comprehensive embodiment of participant’s life 
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experience and their identity formation when they make efforts to blend into the 
surroundings. 
Self-concept 
Self-concept is the image that we have of ourselves. Such image develops in a 
number of ways but is particularly influenced by our interactions with our inner selves 
and at the same time, with important people in our lives. So in the inner part of the self, 
self-concept is generally thought of as our individual perceptions of our behaviour, 
abilities, and unique characteristics. It is essentially a mental picture of who you are as a 
person in your own eyes. For example, my research participants see themselves as “doing 
well living in Canada" or “being successful in adaptation” are part of an overall 
self-concept. 
While, in the external part of the self, which is generally believed as the outside 
connections reflect our membership in social groups, for example, my research 
participants think they “being like banana persons” or “being like a Chinese guy but just 
act in a westernized way”. Therefore, self-concept tends to be more malleable when 
people are still going through the process of self-discovery and identity formation. 
People’s self-perceptions became much more detailed and organized as people form a 
better idea of who they are and what is important to them. 
Research analysis shows that all my research participants have a very clear 
self-concept. On the aspect of self-discovery, they have reasonable development 
orientation and goals for the living and working in Canada as well as self-positioning in 
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their future plan, according to their own characters and competence levels. For example, 
Ms. L regards herself as an extrovert person; therefore, she intends to search for a job 
which requires communication and social contact skills.  
In aspects of the social group, Ms. L’s identity formation is also solidly 
constructed owing to her previous continuous part-time working experience before 
graduation. In the process of working, she started to know the real Canadian society and 
her real social identify by getting involved in the local social groups seeking her own 
self-image. All such efforts help her getting to know how she should act in any certain 
working situations, for example, the strategies to deal with the relationships among 
colleagues and especially with the bosses, or the tricks of utilizing her bicultural 
background to get increased achievement in work settings.  
Overall，self-concept is composed of two key parts: personal identity and social 
identity. Our personal identity includes such things as personality traits and other 
characteristics that make each person unique, while，social identity includes the groups 
we belong to including our community, religion, college, and other groups. 
During the process of intercultural communication and the integration into the 
local living, the Chinese overseas students are gradually changing their attitudes, habits, 
beliefs and ideas; at the same time, their personal identity and social identity are 
influenced by local culture and community. Therefore, the specific intercultural identity 
under the specific multi-cultural environment is formed. 
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Self-consistency & congruence 
Self-consistency is the important concept of Rogers Personality Theory, referring 
to the consistency of individual and the consistency between individual and experience 
(Rogers, 1959). Self-consistency reflects the responsiveness to situation changes. 
Changes on social culture such as environment changes and cultural differences that 
Chinese overseas students in Canada have experienced are closely related to their 
self-consistency. 
In Carl Rogers’ opinion, the intercultural adaptation can be divided into two 
dimensions of psychological adaptation and sociocultural adaptation (Rogers, 1959). 
Psychological adaptation refers to the psychological changes in intercultural contact. 
During the process of the contact with other cultures, if individuals are less likely to 
produce the negative emotions such as depression or anxiety, they are regarded 
possessing psychological adaptation. In recent years, the number of Chinese overseas 
students in Canada is growing, and cases of their maladaptation can be seen everywhere. 
As far as my research participants, during the process of making themselves and the host 
culture both fits together, they have experienced some difficulties to get the 
self-consistency. 
Meanwhile，Rogers also thinks that human beings develop an ideal self and a real 
self-based on their certain social identities. How closely one's real self matches up with 
their ideal self is called congruence. Congruence is consistency between one’s 
self-concept and one’s experience (ideal & actual). In the theory of self-consistency and 
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congruence, self-concept is thought of as in the ideal aspect, and individual’s experience 
is believed as related to the actual reality. 
It can be seen from the data that the career planning, the clear target to the future 
life, the arrangement for supporting elders and the concept of marriage, such things are 
all based on self-affirmation and self-confidence of my research participants as they 
finish the intercultural adaptation in a preferable way. Such affirmation and confidence 
are established in daily life, which revolves their power and bravery, with no fear of the 
unknown future. They find out the overlap and transition between ideal self and real self, 
and achieve the balance between ideal and practical situations. It is the consistency and 
harmony between the internal and the external, to finally finish self-consistency and 
congruence.  
Goals setting and job-design help explain what is going on in motivation. Here I 
see self-consistency as part of behavioural motivation that develops the subject initiative 
of international students. For instance, Ms. L has her own concept of cross-country 
marriage; Ms. S has clear goals for work; Mr. H has adapted to the learning and living in 
current stage; Ms. Y has a firm belief to stay in Canada to get the immigration status; Ms. 
R has self-confidence on the studies and finally get a job. All of these are the targets and 
development plans established on the basis of deep self-analysis, self-positioning, 
indicating that self-consistency can be utilized as a mechanism for increasing the degree 
of congruence in the actual and ideal concepts of self. 
The positive living attitudes of Chinese overseas students in Canada demonstrate 
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their absence of conflict between self-perceptions, and their consistency between 
self-perceptions and experience. Their continuous efforts in bringing about success in 
their process of identity establishment plays a positive role which enhances their 
psychological wellbeing, coping strategies and adjustment competence.  
Sense of belonging 
Sense of belonging is a necessary element for intercultural identity, which cannot 
be neglected. Sense of belonging is the final embodiment of individual to the adaptation 
to an environment. The sense of belonging is closely related to integration. In order to 
integrate into the local living environment, students have to seek for a sense of belonging. 
The sense of belonging is just like the harbor; no matter how fierce the storm we have 
experienced in the outside, we live with no fear after “returning home”. The sense of 
belonging hugs us into its embrace, and provides us with the solid backup force so that 
we can have a rest and accommodate ourselves under its protection. It is just like the 
hand of a mother, pacifying us and giving us comfort, to make us have internal peace and 
harmony. 
According to research (Kuo & Roysircar, 2006), the sense of belonging is related 
to the length of stay and the degree of adaptation. The students who stay in Canada for a 
comparatively longer time and get better adaptation have a more intense sense of 
belonging to the local cultural environment in Canada than other students. In my opinion, 
the sense of belonging comes from two interactive aspects: the affirmation that 
individuals give to the specific environment, and the affirmation that the specific 
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environment responds to the individuals. Besides, the sense of belonging finally 
contributes to the self-identity of the individuals in a specific environment, by knowing 
the self-position and the intercultural identity under a cross-cultural background. 
However, different people have different opinions on the establishment of the 
self-sense of belonging. During the interview with Ms. L, she describes the experience of 
one of her friends who studies in England on the establishment of a sense of belonging, 
which I think can reflect the form of the sense of belonging of the Chinese overseas 
students in Canada and their current state of having the sense of belonging. 
The winter night in England comes especially early. Walking from the 
brightly lit teaching building, I head the dark clouds on my bloated 
brain, and hung the heavy bag with my painful shoulders. Submerged in 
the crowd, I run towards the dormitory along with the muddy path, 
glancing at the lamps and candles of myriad families far away. I rub my 
hands, and run to that building, and close the door of the elevator, and 
relieved: “I’m home. (Ms. L) 
“The London in my memory is not the Big Ben, the St Paul, the Tower 
Bridge, and nor the London Eye in the vision of visitors; it is the St. 
Pancras Station in the corner. In others’ opinion, it is only the departing 
and arrival platform for Eurostar; however, it is the image of home in 
my opinion. I know I’m coming home when I see it.” (Ms. L) 
In fact, as long as staying in a place for a long time, the sense of belonging will be 
established with time going on. The touchable things and people around you as your 
home, your school and your friends or even the smell of the air fills in your memory. The 
sense of belonging arises spontaneously when you remind that specific familiar feel. Ms. 
S describes her experience related to the sense of belonging, “Time is just like a pair of 
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eyes, looking at my own experiences. Like all the overseas students, from strange to 
familiar, I see the change of time, and make myself changed by time in Prince George 
where is covered by snow for half a year. Those feelings of pride, wronging, sorrow, 
delight and fear are gradually fermented in the pot of time; what you are faced with is 
yourself, who digests all the complaints and grow with boldness. 
We are so tiny in such a large time and space, and we have to try our best to exist. 
Therefore, I start to walking, reading and making new friends, and start to realize that the 
young heart can blossom at any corner of the world. I start to love myself much more. 
(Ms. S)In her opinion, the definition of sense of belonging tends to be like the affirmation 
to self-progress and self-development. Indeed, there is a complementary relation between 
the sense of belonging and the self-recognition. The more self-recognition one person has 
in a specific environment, the more sense of belonging she has in this specific 
environment. Because she proves to herself that this specific environment is beneficial 
for her development and suitable for her. A series of her successes imply that she is 
recognized and affirmed by this specific environment. 
Besides, Ms. S’s establishment of the sense of belonging is mainly embodied on 
two aspects, participation and target setting. 
Sometimes, I feel that my heart is a puzzle. No matter how far a person 
travels and how much a person changes on clothing and behaviour, his 
emotion always points to the beautiful place in his memory. Those 
beautiful memory and experience are like a kind of marks, whenever I 
remind those smiling faces, I remind the cities with joys. (Ms. S) 
The footprints on the map are the places she has ever been to, implying her 
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growth. The icons on the map are the cities of her friends, implying their relation and 
memory. By these marks, Ms. S establishes a relation on mentality and emotion with her 
friend no matter how far away she travels. This relation and integration cannot be cut off 
by the change and separation of territory and distance. Much further than the sense of 
belonging to a specific environment, it is a sense of belonging on living attitude and 
cultural philosophy. It is not controlled by territory and environment but by heart. It 
embodies the integration of a cultural environment in a deep level, and that is inclusion. 
“I will collect maps of each city that I have traveled to, and then mark 
my footprints on those maps, every time as I move I will bring them, for 
me, those maps with my footprints, my memories and my experience 
are most valuable that cannot be lost, I see them as a sense of belonging 
to every single place I moved to.” (Ms. S) 
 
“I also have a map of the world with tacks marked with my friends’ 
hometowns. I owned it before I was in PG. My every single friend who 
has come to my home, I would let them mark their hometown on that 
map, then wherever I moved to, I stick that map upon the wall, feeling 
like I still keeping with them together, like kind of connections. For me, 
this is also a sense of belonging. ….I believe the world is my home; any 
places in the world can be my home. I think I'm quite flexible, quite 
adaptable.” (Mr. S) 
At the same time, the goal setting promotes her self-recognition. All our real 
experiences and emotions are in the records for our growth process. Ms. S’s diary is just 
like a corner of her heart, which is not disturbed and influenced. She looks through her 
success and target when she feels depressed, and the sense of belonging comes up with 
the affection to her growth. Those records are just like a person who watches you grow 
up, proving you with empathy, and accompanying you to see the darkness and then light 
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up your life, to make you feel at ease. 
Summary 
Through the research on Chinese overseas students in Canada, I gained an 
understanding of the adaptation process and the intercultural strategies they acquired that 
help them get a better understanding of the Canadian culture and negotiate involvement 
in the host society. The adaptation process is not only a physical but also a psychological 
experience that consists of facing challenges and barriers that impede their progress at the 
very first, as they engage in the local school culture and interact in social context to gain  
better inclusion. After achieving the success in the first step of getting adapted, they tried 
to find out strategies in aspect of cognition, behaviour, and affection, which respectively 
correspond to cognitive competence, behavioural competence, and affective competence 
that lead to self-development and self-orientation of the Chinese overseas students during 
intercultural interaction. 
The acquisition of intercultural competence also refers to a process of identity 
transfer and rebuilding. It is a gradual process that spans elementary to profound, 
including steps of inclusion, critical reflection, and optimization, which entail discovering 
or becoming more aware of the intercultural nature of the host culture, and contribute to a 
sense of self-disclosure in a bicultural context. The formation of the self-concept, the 
acquisition of self-consistency and congruence, and the establishment of the sense of 
belonging, these three categories are derivatives from the ideal state of the intercultural 
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identity, which is a matter of mind-set that Chinese overseas students can psyche 
themselves into a peace of mind. In this respect, they can finally embrace what life 
presents to them with a good attitude, and respond to the challenges in life, full of 
experience and confidence with knowledge of real selves. 
Limitations 
This study had some limitations, including a small sample size. Among five 
participants, four are female and only one male; therefore, it may have limited 
generalizability for the particular group. Besides, potential factor as family education 
background is not paid much attention in this research. As it known to all, family 
education plays an important roe in the growing process of children. Family education 
has close connections with school education, social education, and gradually constitutes 
people’s life-long education system. Besides, in the field of intercultural competence, I 
believe family education also relates to the process and the degree where people get 
adapted in a new environment. Since it consists of culture, morals, values, perspectives, 
and practical skills. I guess that people with quite good family education find it easier 
than other people else to achieve the intercultural competence, and meanwhile, have a 
proper self-concept to form the intercultural identity. 
Implications for Practitioners 
The research results and findings are all in a theoretical model that illustrates the 
intercultural competence that Chinese post-secondary students in Canada achieved during 
INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF CHINESE STUDENTS 74 
their adaptation process. I hope it will help inform educational practitioners who engage 
in international student services with the real inner world of international students. 
Practitioners in related field are advised to unveil their minds to embrace the group of 
international students, listening to their stories and experiences. Also, positive mental 
attitudes and the skill “empathy” are the key information this paper provides for 
practitioners interested in developing trust as a means of increasing international students’ 
acceptance of consulting service. In such way, the consultation will be no longer robotic, 
but trustworthy and full of humane care. 
Implications for Research 
To gain insight into Chinese students’ experiences in Canada, I conducted this 
research on their acquisition of intercultural competence and explored their practical 
needs for learning and living. Fortunately, through the work of data analysis, another 
stepped dimension on psychological states of the Chinese international students when 
they construct their intercultural identity gradually emerged in the end. So in this research, 
researchers can gain a more insightful observation on the construction of intercultural 
competence across two dimensions: the physiological way, and the psychological way. 
Previous researches have already achieved a lot on intercultural strategies that people 
applied when facing with maladjustment, while related recommendations for practitioners 
to help students handle cross-cultural issues are limited in research region. Research on 
frameworks for effective intercultural interactions that conducted between practitioners 
and students need to be paid more attention on afterwards. 
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Appendix A 
Table 1. Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
1. What changes did you need to make to your thinking and behaviors to adjust to life in 
Canada? 
-As you go about your personal business such as shopping, riding the bus, 
accessing services? 
-As you participate in university classes? 
2. Which adjustments did you find easiest, or the most difficult? 
-How did you convince yourself to persist when adjustment was difficult? 
-Do you believe that you have been successful in adjusting to Canadian culture? 
In what ways? Please describe your greatest successes? 
3. Do you have to stop being Chinese to succeed in Canada? 
-What aspects of Chinese culture will always be a part of who you are? 
-What do you think of cultural identity? What is your identity in the bicultural 
background? 
-Are you sure about your self-position, your self-concept? 
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Appendix B 
Figure 1. Intercultural Competence Theoretical Model 
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